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Why and how do we preserve Tai O stilt houses? 
Chan Wai Chun 
 
Introduction 
 
Tai O, at the western corner of Lantau Island, is a fishing village in Hong Kong. It is 
famous for its unique scenery of the stilt houses (棚屋) along the river and at the 
seaside. The stilt houses are built on the water and they are the home of fishermen. A 
large group of the stilt houses locating at Tai O for over 200 years houses several 
generations. The scenery of Tai O stilt houses has attracted a lot of tourists and it 
becomes an icon for Tai O. We find these buildings are valuable and deserve to be 
preserved. This essay aims to find out why we need to preserve the Tai O stilt houses 
and how we can preserve them in the best way. 
 
Meaning of Preserving Tai O Stilt Houses 
 
The existence of Tai O stilt houses is meaningful to both Hong Kong and Tai O. 
Preserving Tai O stilt houses helps witness the change of Hong Kong. Hayden 
concludes that the power of ordinary urban landscape nurtures citizens’ public 
memory and encompasses shared time in the form of shared territory.1 Hong Kong 
was a fishing village, fishing industry was one of the key industries. Stilt houses were 
common in several fishing village communities, such as Tai Po and Tuen Mun. These 
houses show the history and culture of fishing industry in Hong Kong. Fishing 
industry declined in the 1980s, it is because the number of fishes decreased due to 
marine pollution, construction, reclamation and overfishing. Also, fishing industry is 
not supported by the government because of unfavorable policy to fishing industry. 
Very few young people are willing to become fishermen because they have to toil and 
moil all their days. Nowadays, Hong Kong is an international and modern city, many 
redevelopment projects have been developed. Many old buildings and villages, 
including stilt houses and fishing villages, are replaced by new town for 
redevelopment. We easily forget and overlook the history and culture of fishing 
industry during the development of Hong Kong. Tai O stilt houses are unique in Hong 
Kong, especially if there is quite a large group of stilt houses. There is an evidence to 
show that Hong Kong was a fishing village, it becomes an important spatial area for 
practicing fishing culture which is disappearing. These houses become an icon of 
                                                     
1 Hayden, Dolores (1997) The Power of Place: Urban Landscapes as Public History (Fourth Printing 
Used Edition). The MIT Press 
 
2 
 
public memory in relation to fishing villages in Hong Kong. Somehow preserving stilt 
house is a kind of community movement to demonstrate that they deserve to be 
preserved and fishermen has the right to own stilt houses. 
 
The structure and design of stilt houses reflects that the function of stilt houses is 
highly related to fishermen’s livelihood. Stilt houses accommodate their actual need. 
In the beginning, fishermen lived on the boat as residence and workplace. Some 
fishermen built stilt houses along the river and at the seaside to ensure a safe 
environment for the elderly and children, they could then focus on their work. In the 
meantime, stilt houses serve as both workplace and residence after each fishing trip. 
You can notice that the front area (棚頭) of stilt houses, where is located at the 
riverside, is an area for fishermen to collect the fishes caught after fishing trip and 
prepare for next fishing trip. The fishing boat usually stays next to the front area. Tai 
O being a favorable environment with rivers connecting with sea and surrounding 
mountains attracts fishermen to build those houses and have residential development. 
 
You can observe the accumulated wisdom of fishermen through stilt houses. Giam (坤
甸木) is the type of the wood they choose for the stilt houses, it is durable wood 
which stands up extremely well to water. Also, the height of the floor is above the 
water level so as to reduce the threat of flooding.  
 
For the Tai O community, preserving Tai O stilt houses help preserve close 
relationship between neighborhoods. The pattern and structure of the houses promote 
close relationship with neighbors within the community because the stilt houses are 
interconnected.  Residents can easily visit neighbors’ homes and communicate with 
each other. Neighbors on the opposite side of the river can talk face to face as the stilt 
houses are built along the river. The relationship within the community is developed 
naturally and organically in the space of stilt houses.  
 
To conclude, Tai O stilt houses deserve to be preserved for Hong Kong and Tai O. 
How can stilt houses be well preserved in the best way?  We find it difficult to 
preserve those houses before answering this question. We need to be aware of the 
difficulties mentioned as follows when we suggest solutions for the preservation of 
those houses in Tai O.  
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Difficulties to preserve Tai O stilt houses 
 
The main difficulty is that there is a gap between the government and the local 
residents on the understanding of stilt houses. Let us see how the Government policy 
on Tai O stilt houses first. 
 
Firstly, the Government treats the stilt houses as squatter. The stilt houses are under 
the ‘Squatter Control Policy on Surveyed Squatter Structure’.2 From Government’s 
point of view, squatter is unauthorized occupation of Government land. The squatter 
must be surveyed and recorded by the government before June 1982. The location, 
dimension, building material and the use of the stilt houses are recorded in the survey. 
Extension, new erection, addition, change of use or alteration with materials that do 
not conform to the Squatter Control Survey Record are not allowed. Rebuilding and 
repair must get the approval from the Squatter Control Office of Lands Department. 
Actually, fishermen have been living in Hong Kong for several generations. The stilt 
houses have been built in Hong Kong for over 200 years. However, fishermen cannot 
be treated as indigenous inhabitants because they did not have a clan pedigree to 
prove that their family or clan had lived before 1898. Less educated fishermen could 
only accept the stilt houses as squatter without sufficient information and knowledge.  
  
In the meantime, Tai O stilt houses is chosen as a focus of promotion by the 
government in view of its uniqueness. Tai O stilt houses are introduced by Hong Kong 
Tourism Board to attract the tourists from all over the world. Recently, the 
government actively promotes the development in Lantau Island. According to 
‘Sustainable Lantau Blueprint’ in 2017, ‘Development in the North, Conservation for 
the South’ is the planning principle. One of the practices is ‘Tai O Leisure and 
Recreation Plans’. The plans include 3 walking trails and a sea route to guide visitors 
to areas outside of town center. Brief information and interesting stories about the 
heritage, culture and architecture of Tai O are also provided to the visitors. On the 
website, it is mentioned that “Stilt house is the icon of Tai O, which happens to be one 
of the unique features in Hong Kong.”3 It shows that the government considers the 
houses as tourist attraction. 
 
What we should be aware of the government never considers the need and livelihood 
of the local residents, but advantages first. The stilt houses as squatter in the past used 
to be “useless”. Nowadays, Tai O stilt houses become ‘useful’ since they attract 
                                                     
2 (2016) Squatter Control Policy on Surveyed Squatter Structure. Hong Kong: Lands Department 
3 https://www.lantau.gov.hk/en/exploring-lantau/leisure-recreation/index.html 
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tourists, make money and bring economic benefits for Hong Kong. It is quite 
embarrassing for the government to promote the stilt houses which are illegal 
structures. Also, what do the stilt houses mean to the local residents?  
 
Firstly, the stilt houses are for residential use and home for the residents. The residents 
live here, sleep here and eat here. They spend most of their time at their home. For 
those who are fishermen, the houses are also the workplace for them. Secondly, in 
local residents’ eyes, stilt houses are their inheritance of their family home or 
inheritance clan. These just like their ancestral house as several generations of people 
have been living in the stilt houses. Over 200 years ago, the residents’ ancestors chose 
to settle down in Tai O or even Hong Kong by building and living in stilt house.  
 
 
Photo: Around 100 affected residents of the Sun Sha Pang fire accident held a rally outside the Central 
Government Offices. They urged the government to rebuild the stilt houses. 
Source: on.cc (東網) (http://hk.on.cc/hk/bkn/cnt/news/20170716/photo/bkn-20170716060048561-
0716_00822_001_11b.jpg?20170716061222) 
 
On 2nd July 2000, there was a serious fire accident at Sun Sha Pang (新沙棚) and Sha 
Tsai Min (沙仔面), which can prove the aforementioned ideas. Above hundred houses 
were burnt, over 300 residents lost their home and were affected. 3 weeks after the 
fire accident, around 100 affected residents held a rally outside the Central 
Government Offices. They urged the government to rebuild the stilt houses although it 
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was not allowed under the policy. Through the slogan they shouted, such as ‘Return 
my Home’ (還我家園) and ‘Admit that they are Ancestral’(承認祖業), we can see the 
reasons for in situ reconstruction because the stilt houses were their home and their 
ancestral house. Owing to the gap between the government and the local residents on 
the understanding of the stilt houses, some problems are difficult to solve.  
 
Since the government may take enforcement actions against squatter structures, the 
residents feel quite insecure to live in stilt houses. According to ‘Squatter Control 
Policy on Surveyed Squatter Structure’, ‘Surveyed Squatter Structures carry no legal 
title to the land. They are temporarily tolerated, until they have cleared for 
development, environment improvement or safety reasons or until they are phased out 
through natural wastage.’4 As mentioned before, the residents of the Sun Sha Pang 
fire accident urged the government to have reprovision of the stilt houses. The 
government did not accept their request in the beginning because reprovision of stilt 
house is not allowed under the prevailing policy.  Although the government accepted 
their request finally, it shows that the government will hold the fate of the stilt house 
in its hands. 
 
The number of stilt houses is decreasing because a lot of stilt houses have been 
destroyed, some owners choose not to rebuild them. One of the reasons for not to do 
so because of its high cost (at least HK$400,000). Some owners are unable to settle 
the full payment because they are low-income family. In addition to increasing 
expenditure on rebuilding the stilt houses (e.g. Giam becomes more expensive), the 
residents have responsibility for the public area linking the stilt houses. Maintenance 
costs are also high as the stilt houses may easily get destroyed owing to natural 
disaster, such as flooding or typhoon.  
 
Another difficulty is ownership transfer. The ownership of stilt houses can be 
transferred to lineal relatives after the owner passes away. Nevertheless, there is 
limitation on lineal relative transfers. Some lineal relatives do not know transfer 
procedure, the owner on the document has been dead for a while. It becomes 
impossible to proceed with transfer application. They have lost important documents 
in a fire while the government does not handle a request in a flexible manner. Their 
descendants are unable to request for reprovisioning. 
 
Since the stilt houses are considered as squatter structures, the government does not 
provide suitable infrastructure and community facilities for residents. For example, 
                                                     
4 (2016) Squatter Control Policy on Surveyed Squatter Structure. Hong Kong: Lands Department 
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there is a lack of proper sewage treatment and disposal systems. Untreated sewage is 
going straight into the river, and water quality can be affected. Also, fire protection 
system is not well developed, the community is in danger if there is a fire accident.  
 
Youngsters refuses to stay in Tai O because of fewer employment opportunity. They 
are bored with life in Tai O and are not proud of their identity as fishermen and related 
culture. Due to declining fishing industry, there is a sharp decrease on fishing 
practices. The stilt houses cannot be highly related to fishing culture while the 
residents may no longer be fishermen now.  The stilt houses have seemingly lost 
their original function.  
 
How to preserve Tai O stilt houses in the best way? 
 
The reason why Tai O stilt houses can be preserved until nowadays because a 
community of stilt houses become a beautiful and unique scenery. The scenery 
reflects Hong Kong with different culture which attracts visitors and helps boost 
tourism revenues. Cultural and historical values of stilt houses draw people's attention 
to its environmentally uniqueness. The government responses that Tai O stilt houses 
are cultural heritage in the ‘Sustainable Lantau Blueprint’. The greatest thing is that 
residents are living in these historical buildings. The government values the 
importance of Tai O and takes action different from that of other squatters for the 
improvement works of Tai O including riverwall at Yat Chung (一涌), improvement 
to the signage within the inner-core area of Tai O, provision of parking space and  
public transport terminus, for the benefit of both Tai O residents and visitors. The total 
estimated cost of the whole improvement works at Tai O is $580 million.5 
 
What should be the direction of preserving the stilt houses? Should we preserve the 
stilt houses as heritage or tourist attraction? We may overlook residents’ needs from 
this perspective. The stilt houses without residents would lose vitality and could 
become less attractive. I believe that the government expresses concern the tourism 
development at Tai O most. However, government’s attitude towards stilt houses 
should be changed. The government needs to redefine the value of Tai O stilt houses 
and appreciated stilt house from residents’ and community’s views. Buildings with 
residents should be more attractive, meaningful and lively. The stilt houses should be 
more attractive places to live, especially when they are facing ageing population.  
 
Since the nature of stilt houses is different from that of most squatters, a specific 
                                                     
5 https://www.cedd.gov.hk/eng/projects/major/nt/hki7417ro.html  
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policy for stilt houses is suggested. It should affirm a policy of stilt houses which are 
not illegal or temporary structures but a property and ancestral house to the local 
residents. The government cannot easily take over the houses, detail of the policy can 
be discussed with the local residents. The policy from the above-mentioned principle 
sets an important basis. The cultural and historical value of stilt houses should be 
affirmed while the government should put more effort to protect these buildings and 
the scenery.  
 
The government needs solving problems to improve the quality of residence. For 
example, sewage treatment and disposal systems should be improved so make sure 
water quality cannot be affected. The houses are easily damaged or destroyed by 
flooding. The government should take some measures to prevent flooding in the 
future. A fire in stilt houses can cause serious damage while losses can be severe.  
Fire alarm systems should be upgraded and local residents should participate in a fire 
drill practice regularly.  If the problems are solved and the long-term livelihood is 
improved, a better Tai O can keep residents staying in. 
 
The use of stilt house can be more flexible. In view of the decline in the HK fishing 
industry, the stilt houses have lost their original function. The stilt houses can become 
a value-added restaurant or hostel. However, the number of change of use should be 
limited. The change ought to be monitored by the government. Workshops or 
experimental activities can be provided to the visitors. This suggestion is not only 
closely related to the aforementioned policy and law but also provides more job 
opportunities to the local residents.  It makes sure the local residents are living in the 
stilt houses to ensure that façades are properly cleaned and maintained to witness to 
Hong Kong's fishing history and culture. 
 
Planning should be made through the participation of local citizens from bottom-up 
approach. The local residents can express their idea and their imagination to develop a 
sense of belonging to local community and meet their needs. 
 
Conclusion 
 
Tai O stilt houses are unique in Hong Kong, especially if there is quite a large group 
of stilt houses. Stilt houses contribute to public history of fishing village and fishing 
industry in Hong Kong. They have a very close relationships with their neighbors.  
Nevertheless, a gap between the government and the local residents on the 
understanding of stilt houses affects the preservation of the stilt houses. From 
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Government’s point of view, the stilt houses are considered as both illegal structure 
and tourist attraction, while stilt houses mean a lot to local residents. If we would like 
to preserve the stilt houses, the government should consider them as residence. The 
government has to strike a balance among the value of stilt house in terms of 
residence, tourist attraction and heritage when the government formulates a policy on 
the control and conservation of the stilt houses. 
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